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L E T T E R  T O  T H E  E D I T O R




mammalian	tooth	wear.	We	are	concerned	about	 this	 for	 two	rea-
sons.	First,	this	recommendation	may	mislead	the	research	commu-
nity	into	thinking	that	phylogenetic	signal	is	an	artifact	of	some	sort	




emphasis	 of	 analysis	 from	 common	 patterns	 manifested	 by	 large	
clades	to	rare	cases.
Fraser	et	al.	(2018)	test	for	phylogenetic	signals	in	diet	and	tooth	











adaptation.	This	does	not	 indicate	that	the	proxy	 itself	 is	phyloge-
netically	biased,	and	it	just	may	reflect	different	facets	of	this	link.








The	dietary	 proxy,	 thus,	would	 be	maximally	 correlated	with	 phy-
logeny,	because	diet	is	maximally	correlated	with	phylogeny.	This	by	
no	means	 implies	 that	 the	presence	of	 carnassials	would	not	be	a	
reliable	 indicator	 of	 diet.	 Carnassials	 do	 have	 a	 common	 phyloge-
netic	origin,	but	they	have	been	retained	in	so	many	species	because	
of	their	function,	not	in	spite	of	it.	Indeed,	many	other	carnivorous	
species	 (mainly	 extinct	 ones)	 have	 convergently	 derived	 carnas-
sial	dental	morphology	with	the	type	of	shearing	wear	seen	in	the	
carnassials	 of	 carnivorans,	 both	 among	 placentals	 (e.g.	 oxyaenids	
and	hyaenodontids)	and	marsupials	(thylacines,	thylacoleonids,	and	
many	sparassodontids).















ies	 the	 flexibility	 to	not	only	monitor	 similarities	 in	diet	when	 they	
might	be	expected	(e.g.	between	certain	distantly	related	taxa),	but	
to	document	differences	in	diet	when	they	might	not	necessarily	be	
expected	 based	 on	 tooth	morphology	 alone.	 Differences	 between	
closely	related	taxa	have	been	captured,	for	instance,	in	bovids	(Scott,	
2012;	Ungar,	Merceron,	&	Scott,	2007),	cervids	(Berlioz,	Kostopoulos,	
Blondel,	&	Merceron,	 2017),	 ungulates	 (Schulz,	Calandra,	&	Kaiser,	
2010),	 feliforms	 (DeSantis	 &	 Haupt,	 2014;	 DeSantis,	 Tseng,	 et	 al.,	
2017),	 canids	 (DeSantis	 et	 al.,	 2015),	 primates	 (Scott	 et	 al.,	 2005;	
Ungar,	 Grine,	 &	 Teaford,	 2008),	 and	macropodids	 (DeSantis,	 Field,	
Wroe,	&	Dodson,	2017;	Prideaux	et	al.,	2009).	 Indeed,	many	bioar-
chaeological	studies	have	demonstrated	distinctive	and	predictable	
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Rivals,	Solounias,	&	Semprebon,	2011;	DeSantis,	Schubert,	Scott,	&	
Ungar,	2012).
Function‐driven	 methods,	 such	 as	 mesowear	 or	 microwear,	
therefore	give	us	the	chance	to	recognize	both	similarities	and	dif-
ferences	in	paleobiology	that	might	not	be	detectable	via	traditional	
























within	 their	 diets	 and	 habitats,	 it	 does	 not	 follow	 that	 functional	



















as	 such.	 They	 have	 their	meaningful	 uses	 but	 their	 relevance	 de-
pends	on	the	research	question	rather	than	the	source	of	the	data.	
Yet	 a	 statement	 received	 by	 some	 of	 us	 from	 a	 recent	 reviewer	
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1One	 of	 the	 methods	 for	 eliminating	 phylogenetic	 dependencies,	
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